Business Model Change and Refinement along Business Model Lifecycle: Evidences From a Multiple Case Study on Mobile Telecommunications New Ventures by Ghezzi, Antonio & Cavallaro, Andrea
Business Model Change and Refinement along Business Model Lifecycle: 
Evidences From a Multiple Case Study on Mobile Telecommunications New 
Ventures 
Antonio Ghezzi
Politecnico di Milano, Department of Management, Economics and Industrial Engineering 
antonio1.ghezzi@polimi.it
Andrea Cavallaro 
Politecnico di Milano, Department of Management, Economics and Industrial Engineering 
a.cavallaro@polimi.it
Abstract 
Few studies describe in depth the dynamic aspect 
of the design process of the business model (BM) 
construct. This dynamic feature is interrelated with 
the changes in the environment, and this is 
specifically true for new ventures in rapidly changing 
context, who need to adjust their BMs several times 
to succeed. This research attempts to clarify the 
mechanisms of BM change during a firm’s startup 
phase. The study aims at: (i) understanding the main 
phases constituting the business model lifecycle 
(BML); and (ii) analyzing in which BM dimensions 
entrepreneurs focus their design efforts during the 
refining cycle of the BML. The analysis was 
conducted through the case study methodology, by 
interacting with 12 mobile new ventures. Our 
findings offer an original representation of the BM 
development in Mobile New Ventures through the 
BML, and suggest a correlation between founders’ 
background and the refinement activity on some BM 
dimensions. 
1. Introduction  
A company can adapt to the environment by 
innovating products and processes but it also can 
adapt its BM. In fact, no product or process 
innovation is valuable without a suitable BM [9]. BM
may act as an effectual tool for communication or for 
analyzing and understanding the way through which 
a company works, thus being itself a foundation for 
decision-making processes [34] [40]. Nevertheless, 
the construct of the BM is still underdeveloped in 
research especially for two reasons. First, the 
construct is very young [34]. Second, the construct 
has been developed throughout a wide range of 
diverse research fields such as strategy, technology or 
e-business [40]. There are several reasons for 
changes and BM change could be of help when 
existing solutions are too complicated or expensive; it 
could also be used in response to change within the 
competition [23]. Consequently, a company has to be 
able to adapt to a changing environment by changing 
or innovating within the current BM. One of the main 
differences between existing companies and startups 
lies in the BM issue: while existing firms execute a 
BM, startups look for one [5]. Moreover, although 
BM design within the entrepreneurship field is a 
recent topic, it is gaining a growing attention in the 
literature [47]. Performance of entrepreneurial firms 
is strongly conditioned by their adopted BMs [50]. 
However, new ventures in rapidly changing 
environments change their BMs several times to 
succeed [38]: yet, the process by which these new 
BMs are established is not fully understood [2]. 
While we know much about change management in 
general, relatively little work has been done to scan 
particular illustrations of BM change [2]. Indeed, the 
literature shows a gap concerning the dynamic aspect 
of BMs as little is known about the process through 
which a new venture develops its early BM [31]. The 
main contribution of this paper is that it offers a 
representation of how BM is refined in new ventures. 
In this sense, this paper provides a qualitative 
investigation that aims at (i) understanding the main 
steps constituting the BML [31]; (ii) analyzing in 
which BM parameters entrepreneurs focus their 
attention and efforts in the refining cycle in order to 
understand how BM change; (iii) building 
understanding on the process of business model 
change and innovation. Thus, the purpose of this 
paper is to explore which are the BM components 
subject to refinement and change during the startup 
development, and to understand how such parameters 
are adjusted by entrepreneurs.  
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2. Theoretical background 
2.1. Business Model Design 
The construct of BMs has its roots in the strategic 
management literature and in particular in the value 
chain construct [37], as well as the strategic 
positioning [36] literature. In the context of change, 
the BM refers to the literature on dynamic 
capabilities [8]. The literature review on BMs does 
not reveal a common definition. Following [50], in 
this paper a BM refers to the logic of a company and 
the internal and external activity system such as the 
way of operating and creating value for its 
stakeholders. The research field of BMs has received 
a lot of interest due to its importance for business 
practice. For instance, the BM is used for 
understanding and sharing, analyzing, managing and 
patenting [34]. Many scholars in the field of BMs 
focused on the static approach and the BM as a 
blueprint. Consequently, the literature review 
revealed many different possibilities to describe BM 
parameters. According to [40] core parameters most 
found in the literature are value proposition, the 
strategic choices and the network component. One of 
the main developments regards the BM canvas: the 
parameters summarized in the BM canvas give an 
answer to the question of how the value is generated 
and captured.   
2.2. Business Model Dynamics 
A company experiences different development 
stages during its life [29]. That is true for established 
companies as well for new ventures. Only few studies 
focused on new ventures lifecycle. First, [24] 
identifies conception and development as a first step. 
During the second step (commercialization), the 
focus is on developing the product or technology. At 
the third step, if the product is feasible and archives 
market acceptance, a period of high growth will 
typically result and finally, the venture reaches the 
stability phase. Differently, according to Blank [4], 
the first step (customer discovery) is meant to find 
out who your customers are and whether the problem 
the startup is solving is important to them. In the 
second step, customer validation, the goal is to build 
a repeatable sales road map. In the customer creation 
step, the firm builds success on the initial sales and 
the goal is to create end-user demand and drive that 
demand into the company’s sales channel. Finally, in 
company building, all learnings will be made formal 
into different departments. Last contribution is that of 
[3], an adapted model from Blank and shifted from a 
customer-driven view to a product-driven one. It is 
clear that in the process of new venture’s 
development BMs undergo many changes. [45]
argues that the perfect BM is rarely designed in the 
early phase of an emerging business. That is why the 
BM is subject to change throughout the startup phase. 
According to [14], the course of an organization is 
guided by continuous and emergent BM changes. 
According to [41] companies are more likely to 
succeed if they have a flexible BM which allows 
changes and justification. Changes in BM parameters 
can be also called in two different ways, according to 
their characteristics: 
 Business model evolution (BME) is a gradual, 
progressive change or development of the 
business model;  
 Business model innovation (BMI) is an 
organizational innovation that is based on an 
element that is new to a particular business 
model.  
Therefore, changes in the business model can 
belong to simple business model changes, to business 
model innovations or to subjects of business model 
evolution. The theory of effectuation underlines the 
dynamic perspective of BM evolution throughout 
experimentation [39]. Although researchers notice 
the dynamic view of BMs, there is still no clear 
theoretical grounding. 
2.3. Business Model Innovation 
BMI was born as one part of the research on 
BMs: the latter were recognized for their role as 
catalysts of innovation [50], but soon became 
themselves the very subject of innovation [43]. BMI 
affects one or more of the BM dimensions or 
parameters [33]. According to [45] BMI is a form of 
organizational innovation which is characterized by 
identifying and adopting portfolios with new 
opportunities. Subsequently, BMs can be a vehicle 
for corporate transformation [14] as well as a subject 
of innovation [50]. According to [8], BMI may have 
more important strategic implications than other 
forms of innovation. Building on the literature at the 
nexus between BMs and innovation, [26] propose 
that BMI may refer to (1) the design of novel BMs 
for newly formed organizations, or (2) the 
reconfiguration of existing BMs. Throughout the 
process of experimentation, learning from trial and 
error is a crucial component for BMI [45]. 
2.4. Business Model Evolution  
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According to [14], BM evolution “has to be 
thought of as sequences” which means that the 
business model “is permanently in a state of 
transitory disequilibrium”. Some new ventures 
design their BM in the first startup phase by planning 
each step beforehand and start running the business 
afterwards. On the other hand, some companies have 
no clearly formulated BM and start with their 
operations without planning. The described 
approaches are also known as causation and 
effectuation [39]. Causation focuses on planning; in 
contrast, effectuation is driven by discovery, trial and 
error, adaptation, adjustment and experimentation. 
According to [31], a BML undergoes different 
periods namely: specification, refinement, adaptation, 
revision and reformulation. According to [7] BM 
change can be distinguished between BM creation, 
extension, revision and termination. Within the 
process of BM creation new processes are created; 
while during BM extension new process are added 
without changing the existing BM. In contrast, BM 
revision focuses on the change of existing processes 
while BM termination is based on terminating 
existing processes. They also add that the attitude to 
ignore the dynamic nature of the BM it is the main 
cause of failure. Referring to [1], entrepreneurs 
should adjust their BM according to the 
organizational life cycle.
3. Methodology  
The present research is based on case studies, 
defined by [48] as “empirical inquiries that 
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 
real-life context, especially when the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context are not clearly 
evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence 
are used”. Case studies methodology was chosen as 
particularly suitable for reaching the research 
objectives, which aim at understanding the dynamics 
of the BM refining cycle, above all the BM elements 
involved in this cycle, within a given industry where 
the phenomenon under scrutiny is apparent – i.e. 
Mobile telecommunications Industry, which is going 
through a period of profound turbulence and 
discontinuity requiring entrepreneurs to frequently 
change their BM [20]. Following the case study 
methodology, the aim to advance theory-building and 
better understanding of a phenomenon based on the 
knowledge and experiences of the participants [16].
Indeed, this study aims to explore which are the BM 
parameters subject to refinement and change during 
the startup development. In doing this, the study 
contributes to the actual debate on BMs by 
highlighting how entrepreneurs adjust BM 
parameters.  
3.1. Sample selection 
A single industry is investigated in this study, to
observe companies with similar characteristics and 
comparable conditions. Companies were identified 
and approached through purposive sampling [35],
and the study’s participants had to be knowledgeable 
in the domain of BM (knowledge demonstrated by 
adopting and using the BM canvas as a framework of 
reference). Building upon the reviewed literature, the 
BM canvas is in line with the current state of the art 
of the BM research; it is relatively simple to apply 
and understand, and has been widely adopted by 
practitioners [12]. Moreover, all the new ventures 
analyzed have received equity financing; especially, 
the ventures selected received one or more financing 
round from institutional investors from 2012 onward. 
The credibility associated with a funding event gives 
a strong signal about the quality of the startup. In a 
market with high uncertainty, the relevance of this 
signal is likely to be significant in reducing the 
perceived uncertainty of being associated with a 
particular company [13]. We hence retrospectively 
studied and analyzed 12 organizations. [16] suggests 
that although single case studies can be effective, a 
larger number – between 4 and 12 – is typically more 
powerful. The names of the ventures in our case 
study have been changed for reasons of 
confidentiality. The study documented and analyzed 
the concept of BM as it evolved and changed over 
time during the refining cycle by visualizing it thanks 
to the BM canvas template.  
3.2. Data collection 
 From May 2013 to June 2014 12 in-depth 
exploratory case studies based on 37 semi-structured 
interviews (lasting 1 hour 27 minutes on average) 
were performed on new ventures belonging to the 
Mobile telecommunications Industry (Table 1). The 
respondents were people identified as key 
participants in the startups’ creation and strategy 
definition (Venture Capitalist, Business Angels, 
Incubators, etc.). 
ID DESCRIPTION DATA SOURCES
A It is a company that 
creates card payment 
devices to allow 
individuals in 
possession of a 
smartphone to accept 
payments with credit 
Primary
 3 interviews with the  
founder, 2 with the 
investors
 e-mail correspondence
Secondary
 Balance sheet 
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cards or bank cards. 
 Company website
 11 newspaper articles
B It is a platform which 
allows geolocalized
advertising contents to 
be delivered through 
mobile apps. Through 
the platform, users 
receive offers in nearby 
stores.
Primary
 2 interviews with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence,
Secondary
 Balance sheet 
 Company website
 14 newspaper articles
C It is a service that
locates the shopper, 
proposes special deals, 
flyers of geo-localized 
stores in the consumer’s 
vicinity and directs 
her/him to the closest 
POS in which the offer 
is active.
Primary
 3 interviews with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet 
 Company website
 8 newspaper articles
D It is a company focused 
on digital publishing 
and media. It provides 
end-to-end solutions, 
user experience 
development and 
services to the 
publishing industry 
offering tablet, mobile 
and web solutions.
Primary
 1 interview with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 7 newspaper articles
E It is an online platform 
that enables users to 
discover and book 
restaurants in real-time 
through an iPhone or 
the Web. The platform 
also allows users to 
read reviews before 
taking their pick. 
Primary
 1 interview with the 
founder, 2 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 3 newspaper articles
F It is a mobile app for 
social discovering, 
designed for 
professional organizers 
who aim at enhancing 
the attendees 
experience of events. It 
allows end-users to 
discover and contact 
people.
Primary
 2 interview with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 5 newspaper articles
G It is a mobile app where 
users write, read and 
share short stories. The 
goal is to connect 
writers and readers 
around the concept of 
free short stories. 
Primary
 2 interview with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 6 newspaper articles
H It creates and provides 
mobile games. The aim 
is to bring the quality of 
console games to 
mobile.
Primary
 2 interview with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 7 newspaper articles
I It is a service for 
crowdsourcing store 
checks and mystery 
Primary
 2 interview with the 
founder, 2 with the investor
shopping. Thanks to a 
large and widespread 
network of on-demand 
workers using an 
iPhone app, the 
company can provide 
observations in few 
hours from thousands of 
locations in Italy.
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 11 newspaper articles
J It offers a location 
based social strategy 
game for iPhone and 
Android. Users are able 
to play a strategy game 
while walking around 
the city and interact 
with other players.
Primary
 2 interview with the founder
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 5 newspaper articles
K It is a software 
company whose 
mission is to create a 
complete set of social 
mobile and browser 
games in the world of 
races. 
Primary
 1 interview with the 
founder, 1 with the investor
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 5 newspaper articles
L It is a platform that 
helps people in finding 
and purchasing home 
services (for example
get plumbers or 
bricklayers fixing daily 
problems).
Primary
 3 interview with the founder
 e-mail correspondence 
Secondary
 Balance sheet
 Company website
 4 newspaper articles
Table 1: Case descriptions 
The semi-structured nature of the questionnaire 
allowed to start from some key issues about the 
startup’s BM development process identified through 
the literature, but also to let innovative issues emerge. 
The study process mainly consisted in combining 
observations from previous literature with empirical 
reality. Starting from the combination of academic 
literature on BM with the main trends undergoing in 
the practitioners’ world – in order to understand the 
main tools and approaches widespread among 
startuppers – we had the basis to support the initial 
design of the study. Nevertheless, through this 
research, we also got new findings. In line with our 
research objectives, the interviews were digitally 
recorded, and later transcribed by the interviewer 
[25]. Then, the responses from the informants have 
been summarized, interpreted and tabulated from the 
transcripts, according to the themes of the research 
questions. If any information remained unclear and/or 
more data was needed, informants have been be re-
contacted again by phone or by e-mail for additional 
questions. Informants were first asked to describe the 
different steps they tackled in developing and 
refining the startups BM and the different managerial 
or entrepreneurial tools used (if any was used beyond 
BM canvas). They were also asked to address if and 
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how anything changed in the strategy and/or in the 
BM along the new venture lifecycle. A multiple case 
study approach reinforce the generalizability of 
results and allow to perform a cross analysis on the 
significant variables [27]. Multiple sources of 
evidences or research methods were employed: 
interviews (to be considered the primary data source),
analysis of internal documents and, where available, 
study of secondary sources (websites, newsletters and 
databases). This combination of sources allow to 
obtain “data triangulation”, essential for assuring 
rigorous results in qualitative research [6].
4. Findings  
On the basis of the literature review and the case 
studies performed we introduce a modified version of 
the BML in comparison with that introduced by [31].
The we present the analysis whose focus has been on 
the BM elements object of the fine-tuning activity.
Leveraging on the case studies and refining the 
analysis through the specific literature review carried 
out, a representation of the different BM elements 
subject of the refining cycle was derived.   
4.1. Business Model Lifecycle 
In the nascent phase of a new venture, the 
ideation of BM is a complete conceptual activity. As 
the firm comes into the world, it has to face the 
context of reference and interact with it. As the 
founder of company B said, “the main criticality was 
that of putting in practice the business idea. From a 
theoretical point of view it seems feasible to 
implement every aspect; in the practice constrains 
that emerge in terms of timing, resources and 
competences allow us only to focus on the core 
business while implementing our model”. Before
refining the BM, it is necessary to test and to 
commercialize it. Usually, as in the case of D and F, 
they test their assumptions on a niche: rather than 
customers, they are stakeholders interested in the 
startup evolution as for instance potential investors. 
After the acquisition of early customers, as B, C, G 
and K for instance, entrepreneurs try to conquer a 
larger customer base. In the “BM adaptation” phase, 
the new venture faces many feedbacks coming from 
different sources. First, we can distinguish between 
two different sources of innovation: internal versus 
external. Thanks to early customer feedbacks, D 
switched from the managing of (apps and web apps) 
front end to the back end in order to offer a more 
complete service to their customer (publishers). At 
the same time, C is a brilliant example of BMI: by 
adding a GPS feature in their offer, they introduced 
the first BM of this kind in the industry and now all 
the competitors are implementing the same solution. 
  
Figure 1: Business Model Lifecycle 
The second important milestone that refers to the 
necessity of market consolidation sees a BM 
extension by enlarging the activities covered in the 
overall value chain (e.g. D), by widening the offer 
(e.g. H, J, K) or by tackling new international 
markets (e.g. B, C, G, L). At the end of this step, 
startups consolidate the BM and they try to scale the 
market. The BM “refinement” phase is one of the 
most important step because it is continuously 
performed along all the BML because, in a high 
volatile context as the one in which mobile new 
ventures operates, BMs are always subject to 
refinements. Finally, through the BM reformulation, 
the startup’s BM turns upside down. Through a 
complete pivot new ventures change radically their 
BM. Sometimes the complete pivot of BM represents 
the first step for the redefinition of the business. In 
every step, the different phases of the BML are 
represented. As previously mentioned, the BM 
refinement is reiterated several times. BM 
reformulation, instead, is not always tackled by all 
new ventures, that is why it is represented with a 
dotted line. The same is true for BM termination, a 
step that could occur in every phase of the lifecycle. 
Nonetheless, there are some steps proper of each 
phase of the lifecycle. For instance, BM definition 
and BM creation coincide with the birth of the new 
venture, while BM consolidation verifies when the 
startup has already reached the development stage. 
The above framework was then used to perform a 
deeper analysis on the refining activity in order to 
better highlight the elements of the BM that are 
involved in the refining cycle. 
Table 2 defines the steps included in the BML. 
Although such steps may be considered sequential, it 
is key to note that, as pictured in Figure 1, several 
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loops and leaps appear in the lifecycle. For instance, 
steps 3 to 7 may jump to step 9 (Termination). This is 
particularly true for step 10 (Refinement), which 
plays a pivotal role in making the BML non-linear. 
STEP DESCRIPTION
1) Definition Conceptual ideation of BM before the 
startup foundation. In this phase, the BM is 
completely theoretical.
2) Creation Creation of the frame on which the BM will 
be based on. Rough ideation of all the BM’s 
pillars.
3) Testing Test of the first rough BM in a limited and 
controlled context.
4) 
Commercialization
First customer acquisition. First milestone 
that a startup has to achieve to put into 
effect the BM.
5) Adaptation BM change based on customer feedback in 
order to adapt the BM to the context in 
which firm is operating (“external” 
innovation). 
6) Improvement Thanks to the resources and competences 
acquired, new ventures aim for innovating 
market through new products/services or 
technologies (“internal” innovation). 
7) Extension Offer widening to penetrate and consolidate 
the market.
8) Consolidation Definitive development of all the BM’s 
pillars. 
9) Termination It may mean that the new venture’s BM has 
achieved its maturity, or it could lead to the 
end of the processes (write-off).
10) Refinement Phase (implicitly or explicitly) performed 
following all the BM changes. 
11) Reformulation Phase that follows the refinement step. The 
BM turns upside down. 
Table 2: Definition of the Startup Business 
Model Lifecycle steps 
4.2. Refining Business Model 
The BM Refinement step is a crucial activity in 
the startup life. It is “embedded” in every step and it 
has effect on the overall BML. As Figure 1 
highlights, the BM refinement step is at the epicenter 
of the BM evolution: as a change occurs, this activity 
allows evaluating in a critic manner all the effects 
caused by the change. Therefore we analyzed in-
depth all the core elements of the BM involved in this 
step. All the entrepreneurs interviewed agree with the 
fact that such step has profound implications on the 
overall startup development process. The findings are 
synthesized in Table 3, which identifies the BM 
elements under refinement. 
CASE
CORE BM 
ELEMENT 
UNDER 
REFINEMENT 
DESCRIPTION 
A
 Customer 
segments
 Distribution 
The target customers has been 
enlarged: from individual 
professionals to large companies. 
channels
 Key partners
Nonetheless, while in the past the 
company expansion has been 
fostered through partnerships with 
local suppliers, now the venture
operates in a direct way.
B
 Key resources
 Key partners
The startup is still refining the 
technology at the basis of its 
platform. Moreover, a joint venture 
with a Chinese mobile gaming 
venture has been signed in order to 
offer advertising campaigns in the 
Far East market.
C
 Key activities
 Key resources
The company’s founder states that 
“the technological platform 
combined with the know-how 
developed represent our key 
success factors”. Nonetheless, the
team enhanced their commercial 
skills in order to acquire retailers 
and merchants.
D
 Value proposition
 Key partners
Thanks to market feedbacks, the 
company value proposition shifted 
from the front end to the back end, 
providing an offer that covers all 
the digital publishing value chain.
Moreover, recently the venture 
signed an important partnership 
with Huffington Post Group. The 
firm aims at exploiting this 
partnership to increase its brand 
awareness.
E
 Key activities The team put many efforts in the 
commercial activity in order to 
acquire a sufficient restaurants 
base. During the complete refining 
cycle, such activity resulted to be 
very critical due to the low level of 
market knowledge of the team.
F
 Value proposition The startup is now facing the value 
proposition pivoting. As the team 
aims at staying in Italy, the venture 
is switching the platform towards a 
more “social” paradigm in order to 
favor the meeting of people in 
touristic infrastructures.
G
 Customer 
segments
The team is focusing on refining 
the customer segments element. In 
fact, they are focused on building 
the community of users by tackling 
international markets.
H
 Revenue stream Initially, the venture adopted a 
freemium model, but it was not 
sustainable for the product 
development and launching phases. 
Thus, currently the venture is 
switching towards a pay-to-play
logic.
I
 Key activities
 Key partners
Once the Value Proposition has 
been delineated, the venture 
focused on refining the key 
activities, defined by the founder 
as the most critical element of the 
BM. Hence, the team began to 
attract many partners in order to 
reach the critical mass that allow a 
widespread presence on the 
territory. 
J
 Value proposition At the beginning, the startup 
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offered only geo-localized games. 
After the first market test, the 
founders refined the value 
proposition deciding to focus more 
on mainstream games. 
K
 Value proposition
 Distribution 
channels
 Key partners
The venture evolved from a web 
developer company to a mobile 
developer (and publisher) one. 
Moreover, the founders refined the 
value proposition deciding to focus 
more on mainstream games. In 
addition, currently the team is 
developing a partnership with a big 
Italian videogame company that 
aims at entering the Mobile 
industry, and it is negotiating a 
partnership with an international 
game console producer. 
L
 Revenue stream At the end of 2013 the company 
switched from a “commission” 
logic to a cost-per-lead model.  
Table 3: description of the refining cycles 
tackled by the startups 
Almost all the nine parameters included in the 
canvas have been subject of the refining cycles. The 
sample of ventures did not put in light any case of 
fine-tuning activities related to customer relationship 
and cost structure variables. By analyzing in a deeper 
way both the behavior of the firms and the BM 
dimensions under refinement, similarities and 
differences emerge from the sample. Starting from 
the latter, the greater difference lies in the motivation 
around the refining cycle on revenue stream element. 
If company H made a pivot in order to solve a 
problem of internal sustainability to perform a better 
product development activity, L, instead, switched to 
a different revenue model because during the first 
market test it recognized that the previous model was 
not suitable for artisans and small firms. On the other 
hand, commonalities arise on several BM 
dimensions. For instance, new ventures that focused 
on the key activities block, concentrated their efforts 
in the commercial activity during the fine-tuning 
cycle (i.e. acquiring new retailers, etc.). This was the 
case of companies C, E and I: they all offer services 
that require the involvement of a high number of 
retailers and merchants. As this sector is very 
fragmented, the commercial activity is crucial for the 
sustainability of the ventures’ businesses. The mobile 
gaming segment represents another example where 
the market sector seems to influence the 
entrepreneurs’ efforts on the BM refining activity. In 
fact, two out of three companies (J and K) pivoted on 
the value proposition dimension, and both in a very 
similar way as described in Table 3. Nonetheless, 
these companies working in the mobile gaming 
industry show a strong technical background in all 
the three founding teams (companies H, J, K). In 
addition, also companies in the mobile marketing and 
advertising segment show similar characteristics. 
Both companies B and C refined only BM elements 
pertaining to the value network pillar (i.e. the key 
resources dimension) since both the founders 
recognized that the main success factor in the earlier 
ventures’ lives was represented by the technology. 
The most refined BM variable is represented by the 
key partners element. There are some different 
reasons at the basis of the choice of founders and 
CEOs to concentrate on this dimension. The main 
ones could be traced back to two different goals. On 
one hand, there are new ventures that aim at 
expanding their activities through partnerships (as in 
the case of A and K), while some other startups 
leveraged on new partners in order to enter (new) 
foreign markets (company B represents an example). 
Other commonalities emerge looking “inside” the 
new ventures’ teams. Indeed, there are some common 
patterns and relationships between the background of 
the founding team and the BM dimensions involved 
in the refining cycle. On one hand, those companies 
that fine-tuned the value proposition block have 
founding teams more “technical oriented”. Case F 
represents an exception as the team (a mixed team, 
formed by a founder with technical background and 
the other one with marketing and sales competences 
and skills) decided to pivot along such dimension in 
order to follow the Italian market specific features. 
Companies D, J and K instead have product-oriented 
founders with a technical inclination. Going deeper in 
the analysis of the key partners dimension, two 
different features come to light. First, founders of 
companies A, B and I have already had previous 
entrepreneurial experiences disregarding their 
background as the three companies have both 
technical oriented founders (case A and B) and 
business oriented founders (case I). Second, ventures 
D and K, both with technical founders, have 
entrepreneurs with previous experiences in the same 
market sector.   
5. Discussion and Conclusions  
The specific implications that emerged from our 
findings complement, and contribute to, the existing 
theory in strategic management literature in multiple 
ways, above all in the stream of strategic 
management practices for new ventures. First, this 
article provides a framework in order to describe the 
dynamic of BM development in mobile 
telecommunications new ventures. In doing this we 
contribute to the literature by highlighting the process 
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by which these new BMs are developed [2] and 
providing explanation on how new BMs mutate from 
the existing stock of BM components [46]. When 
reviewing the literature it became apparent that 
adaptation processes are conceived as sequential 
processes: the entrepreneurs start with one specific 
BM and adapt it over time, instead our findings 
suggest that entrepreneurs start without a complete 
BM, but they build it through a cyclical process that 
involve different activities after the market test. 
While the effectuation process [39] is seen as 
sequential and partly driven by chance or 
coincidence, we find that the ventures in our case 
study build step by step the BM through a cyclical 
process that require market test. In this process, these 
companies produce new BMs by modifying one or 
more BM dimensions through the interaction with 
their social context including the society, competitors 
and above all customers [46]. Second, our cases 
suggested that entrepreneurs focus their attention and 
their efforts – during the refining cycles – in those 
pillars perceived as crucial in the specific startup 
context under scrutiny. This research’s findings did 
not highlight any BM components relative 
dominance. Indeed, every new venture has different 
BM “key dimension/s” that drives the startup’s 
development. Consequently, no normative nor 
process recommendations appeared from our study 
regarding both on how entrepreneurs refine BMs and 
in which dimensions entrepreneurs devote resources 
and attention. Despite this and interestingly, some 
preliminary insights seem to emerge from the link 
between the background of the founding team and the 
BM dimension under refinement. Our findings 
suggest a correlation between founders’ background 
and the refinement activity on some BM dimensions 
such as the value proposition, the key partners and 
the key activities elements. This is not surprising us 
as managing the BM in practice always has a link to 
human resource management and  it basically deals 
with pragmatic “sense-making” issues [46], thus it is 
likely that founders’ background influences the 
activity of BM refinement on different BM 
dimensions according to founders’ experience and 
education. Such initial results should be further 
analyzed in order to better understand BM change 
and evolution in new ventures. Indeed, the 
entrepreneurship literature has often claimed that the 
human capital of entrepreneurs is one of the key 
drivers of the growth of high-tech startups [10]. In 
previous research, [11] discovered that founders’ 
with education in economic and managerial areas had 
a more significant positive impact than those with a 
scientific and technical culture. They also found that 
prior work experience in the same industry as the 
new firm also had a positive impact. Furthermore, 
leadership influences performance of new ventures. 
Indeed, [22] found that in dynamic industry 
environments startups with heterogeneous top 
management teams were found to perform best when 
led by directive leaders and those with homogenous 
top management teams performed best when led by 
empowering leaders. The same could be true for 
prospective entrepreneurs managing BM 
development in new ventures. Indeed, our 
preliminary findings are in line with Doz and 
Kosonen’s study on leadership priorities for 
accelerating BM renewal [15]. They state that 
anticipating and experimenting – among other things 
– accelerate the renewal and transformation of BMs. 
[38] state that in order to get a desired product to 
customers' hands faster, entrepreneurs should 
perform faster iterations for testing a vision 
continuously. The importance of partners for new 
ventures has been highlighted in literature. In 
particular, according to [28] prior research suggests 
that new ventures are heavily reliant on alliances they 
make in their early years [17]. While entrepreneurs 
might be very passionate about their new business 
ideas, partnerships with established companies may 
make quicker and more successful the 
commercialization of the new venture’s discoveries 
and technologies [49]. Actually, this paper suggests 
that an entrepreneur may choose to pivot along one or 
more of the BM dimensions. For instance, startuppers 
may pivot around value proposition by expanding, 
narrowing or changing the feature set offered to 
customers. They may also pivot along the customer 
segment dimension by altering the target customer to 
reach and serve or they shall switch the channels 
through which they reach customers to deliver the 
intended value proposition. Entrepreneurs may also 
pivot along all the value network elements: a startup 
may change the activities and methods for acquiring 
new customers, it might switch or acquire suppliers 
or partners that make the BM work, and it can 
expand, abandon or change the assets required to run 
the business. Finally, entrepreneurs may pivot by 
modifying the revenue model, thus changing the way 
through which a startup generates cash. Such findings 
are in line and complement the preliminary outcomes 
provided by [18]. Essentially, the outcome of this 
research makes explicit, and to a certain extent 
clearer, what both [5] and [38] argued in the 
customer development model and lean startup 
methodology when they state that hypotheses are 
developed and then tested on all the BM elements. 
Actually, when following the principles of the above-
mentioned techniques, the development of a BM in 
addition to the prototype is recommended [32].
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Indeed, our empirical research confirms that 
entrepreneurs, when engaged in BM change, refine 
all the dimensions of the BM considered 
fundamental. Accordingly, such finding complements 
and extends to the back-end of a BM the study from 
[21], who claim that a trial and error approach in 
developing BMs is more suitable for the front end of 
a BM. Our sample of ventures seems to indicate that 
there exist some dissimilarities between companies 
operating in the mobile gaming and all the others. 
Indeed, such firms show founding teams composed 
by founders with a technical background. This could 
be led back to the fact that low entry barriers for 
mobile games have helped spawn a proliferation of 
small mobile-game software developers and even 
highly successful individual developers [19]. It has 
been acknowledged that these developers typically 
lack strong marketing and distribution networks, thus 
making challenging to deliver their products to 
consumers [42]. This could suggest that in some way 
the market tests performed during the refinement 
activities support and help more technical-oriented 
founding teams in overcoming those 
managerial/business and marketing limitations they 
embed. The paper’s value for researchers, on an 
industry-specific level, can be brought back to the 
creation of a reference framework capable of 
addressing the different steps of BM development 
faced by new ventures operating in the mobile 
telecommunications industry. The value for 
practitioners lies in the provisioning of guidelines and 
by signaling a point of attention to entrepreneurs 
involved in the process of BM development, allowing 
the identification of the critical BM dimension 
worthy of devoting both attention and resources. 
When discussing our findings, a number of 
possibilities for further research become apparent. 
First, our research calls for a quantitative validation 
in order to test the generalizability of the findings. 
Nevertheless, a qualitative methodology has been 
chosen because it provides the necessary in-depth and 
exploratory tools to achieve a clear picture of the 
process [44] in order to understand the processes or 
the how and why of a given phenomenon. Moreover, 
as changes within a BM can be of intended and 
emergent nature as a response of both internal and 
external factors comparable to strategy [30], future 
research should try to understand the drivers of 
change and evolution of BMs. Nonetheless, it would 
be interesting to better understand factors influencing 
entrepreneurs in their decision making process 
regarding which pillars need a greater focus in the 
refinement step. To conclude, this study’s results are 
extracted from only one sub industry of the entire 
digital ecosystem thus further research is also needed 
in order to generalize findings in other empirical 
contexts pertaining the whole digital industry.  
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